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ABSTRACT

- This report studies the strains inherent to Iranian secular-religious

union as highlighted in the early 1950s by the political relationship between

the two top leaders of Iran, Dr Mossadegh and Ayatullah Kashani. The narrative

of their relationship begins in June 1950 with their initial unity of purpose,

a nationalist, anti-imperialist alliance which overwhelmed all other political

forces to take control of the government and British oil concessions in Iran.

Western resistance to their government ensued and internal opposition slowly

increased. The story continues through stages of economic and political

deterioration until Kashani turned on his partner and assisted U.S., British,

and the Shah's covert operators in ousting Prime Minister Mossadegh in 1953.

State Department Decimal Files are used to present the American

perspective of the political alliance between Dr Mossadegh and Ayatullah

Kashani. Other scholarly views are used when the evidence parallels the

American view or fills in historical data. By using this methodology, the

stages in the rise and fall of Mossadegh's regime are quite discernible and

directly contingent on the viability of the Mossadegh-Kashani relationship. Tn

essence, this study is also primarily a comment on American intelligence

assessments and the mechanics of intervention in Iranian affairs which

analyzed and exploited the differences between the two leaders.

In the run of this narrative/exposition, the force of Shii nationalism

is also explained: how it was repopularized in this period, and how Kashani's

brand of religious nationalisnm reacquainted Iran's Shii establishment with

their influence over the populace and political affairs. Half hy coincidence

and half by design, an awakened Shii nationalism was disgraceH by Kashani's

perfidy and the impact of the CIA-led coup of August 1912, America's "original

sin" in the Middle East. America's reputation as "The Great Satan" began.
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

The system of transliteration used in this report is a modified

version of that used by IJMES; the common spelling of names such as

Reza and Tehran has been retained with the exception of Mossadegh,

which is spelled in the same manner as he spelled it; all diacritical

marks for Middle Eastern words have been omitted to facilitate easier

reading.
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INTRODUCTION

HEAT IN TEHRAN

During an attempt to mediate the Anglo-Iranian oil dispute in

1951, the American negotiator, Averell Harriman, and his translator,

Vernon Walters, felt the oppressive summer heat in Tehran. Both men

searched for some relief from the 120-degree midday heat and from

unfruitful negotiations. They soon discovered that a satisfying

solution for both Britain and Iran was as difficult to find as

air-conditioning in the capital city. The Prime Minister of Iran,

Dr. Muhammad Mossadegh, would not accept the American suggestions for

a compromise. But Harriman did not give up easily on his main task.

Harriman recognized that anti-imperialist hardliners close to

Mossadegh were pressuring the sixty-nine year old Prime Minister not

to compromise on the Iranian nationalization of Iranian oil and the

fixed assets of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC). This impasse,

Harriman thought, might be broken and pressure on Mossadegh averted

by talking with the religious leader who seemed to be the source of

some intransigence, Ayatullah Sayyid Abulqasim Kashani. Despite some

difficulty, the meeting was arranged. In the meeting Harriman tried

to convince Kashani that the nationalization of the oil industry was

too radical a step to eliminate British influence in Iran. At one

point Kashani told the experienced diplomat that Americans "knew

nothing about the British, who were the most evil people in the

world." Then the interview deteriorated, according to Walters:

The mullah, looking extremely crafty and stroking his beard,

1
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asked Mr. Harriman, "Mr. Harriman, have you ever heard of Major

Embry?" "No," replied Mr. Harriman, shaking his head, "I have

never heard of him." "Well," said the mullah, "He was an

American who came to Iran in 1911 or 1912. He dabbled in oil,

which was none of his business, and aroused the hatred of the

people. One day, walking in Tehran, he was shot down in the

street, but he was not killed. They took him to the hospital.

The enraged mob followed to the hospital, burst into the

hospital and butchered him on the operating table." The mullah

looked at Mr. Harriman and said, "Do you understand?"

Harriman did not appreciate this implied threat. He sternly refused

to be intimidated by Kashani, who still "maintained his rigid

position" in the fruitless meeting, which ended on a strange note:

The mullah accused Mossadegh of being pro-British and added

ominously, "If Mossadegh yields, his blood will flow like

Razmara's [the previous Prime Minister, who was assassinated by

a religious fanatic]." And since we all felt that the mullah

had something to do with Razmara's death, this was tantamount

to a threat against Dr. Mossadegh's life. We were certain that

if he made the threat to us, he had also conveyed it to

Mossadegh and that this was one of the factors contributing to

the old man's reluctance to reach some sort of agreement. 1

Harriman and Walters were never able to come to terms with the

Iranian leaders or the heat. They left Iran later that summer

feeling rather despondent.



Almost thirty years later, the years of Mossadegh's government

-- the Anglo-Iranian oil dispute and its fruitless negotiations, the

eruption of Iranian nationalism and its quick suppression by a

royalist, military countercoup with covert, foreign undertones --

seem distant and somewhat puzzling to Western scholars. Even less

discernible is the truth behind the Kashani enigma. Scholars who

defend Mossadegh and everything he stood for paint the Ayatullah as

unruly and as a traitor to Mossadegh's movement. Other writers who

are interested in legitimizing clerical rule in Iran treat Kashani as

the dominant force in a popular movement that tried to extinguish all

foreign influence in Iran. The obscure truth is framed by such views.

Unfortunately, details of Kashani's relationship to Mossadegh,

his motives and his intrigues are scant in Western sources and very

difficult to acquire in Iran. The primary sources of evidence in

understanding his behavior and impact on the Mossadegh government are

his many recorded declarations, interviews, and overt activities.

Most scholars emphasize the Ayatullah's public announcements, finding

good ammunition in his vacillating messages intended for mass

consumption. Important patterns of Kashani's overt activities

receive less emphasis.

Decimal files of the U.S. State Department provide an overview

of the relationship between Kashani and Mossadegh. Intelligence

officers in the American embassy in Tehran had the tasks of

collecting, recording, analyzing, and reporting information on

Iranian power politics, particularly concerning internal pclitical
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relationships. They concentrated largely on Kashani's and Mossadegh's

overt and covert statements and activities, and they noted the

changing pattern of behavior between the two le3ders. The Americans

wanted to analyze the strengths and vulnerabilities of the main

political alliance in Iran so that they could determine ways in which

to defend or assert American influence in Iran. By sharing some of

the intelligence assessments which have been declassified, we can

follow the ups and downs of the Kashani-Mossadegh relationship as

seen through contemporaneous American eyes.

The American assessments include cultural prejudices and Cold

War mentalities. In the early 1950s a worldwide communist threat

seriously challenged the interests of the free world. The Korean War

raged, mainland China and Eastern Europe were red, the Vietminh

struggled against French imperialism, and Senator McCarthy whipped up

hysteria about communist infiltration in the United States. Some

American government administrators were also concerned abcut an

apparently deteriorating situation in Iran. The Soviet menace

threatened to the immediate north of Iran and the world's largest

reserves of oil. Mossadegh claimed to be neutral, but neutrality in

this global struggle could be a liability. The Ampricans believed

that Mossadegh's Irar, at best, was not an ideal bulwark against a

communist push to t!'e south. The nationalization of Iranian oil

locked Mossadcgh's regime in a political, legal, and economic

struggle against America's main ally, the British. Fruitless

negotiations and American mediation, economic blockade led by the
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British, and anti-Western reaction by the Iranian government and

masses were the salient features of a resulting internal economic and

political deterioration in Iran. The Americans saw Mossadegh's

regime, at worst, as abetting Iranian communists (the Tudeh Party)

and the Soviets, who were waiting for the right time to take

advantage of the instability and march in tandem through the streets

of Tehran. The American press reinforced this view, consistently

describing the Iranian nationalist movement as communist-inspired.

The press also portrayed Mossadegh as a dictatorial madman. 2 All

of these various mind sets influenced the assessments coming out of

Tehran.

Key individuals formed the inside American view of Iranian

politics. Chief among them was Loy Henderson, who became the U.S.

Ambassador to Iran in September 1951. Henderson was born in Arkansas

in 1892, received a law degree from Northwestern University, and

began a long, distinguished foreign service career in the 1920s.

Robert Kelly, who trained such prominent anti-communists as George

Kennan and Charles Bohlen, was Henderson's superior in the Eastern

European office in the 1920s. Henderson served in the 1930s in

Moscow, where firsthand experience of Stalinis: undoubtedly

contributed to his enduring anti-communit world view. The Soviets

eventually requested that Henderson leave the embassy, beciuse they

could not work with him. During the last two years of the Second

World War, Henderson served as Envoy to Iraq, where he developed his

smooth, personal diplomatic style with the Arabs and the British. He
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also developed an affinity for them and valuable future contacts in

the Middle East. After the war, when he served in Washington in the

Near East division, he angered the Truman administration because he

was against the formation of a Ziccist state in Palestine. Truman

transferred him from Washington to South Asia in 1948, giving the

impression that the administration had rid itself of a notorious

pro-Arab anti-Semite. The professional exile next served as

ambassador to India and Nepal. While in India, the Korean War began,

and Henderson leaned on Nehru to support the U.N. effort. He was

sent to Iran in September 1951 because of his friendships with

Iranian diplomats, his ability to work well with the British, his

well-known anti-communist awareness, and his thorough professionalism

in the field. 3

Ambassacdir Henderson developed an intimate yet slanted

understanding of the Kashani-Mossadegh relationship. In addition to

the Cold War climate, a strong personal belief that the Soviets were

bent on world domination influenced Ambassador Henderson's

assessments; Mossacegh's regime either had to be significantly

supported to withstand svviet pressure, or it had to be ousted in

favor of a pro-Western Iranian government. He concentrated on

discovering and explciting rifts in the Kashani-Mossadegh strategic

alliance to achieve these objectives.

Henderson's predecessor, Henry Grady, was not as personable a

diplomat or leader. Grady had been sent to Iran to primarily manage

the technical aspects of American aid, which the Iranians never
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properly commended. But the Iranians received more sympathy from

Grady than from Henderson. He understood and favored their national

aspirations. He also did not respect British foreign policy or

AIOC's obduracy. An American diplomat who served with both

ambassadors said, "Grady must be given credit for taking on the

British when he realized they (and we with them) were heading for

disaster." 4 He was not so interested in disrupting the links in

the Kashani-Mossadegh alliance, as he felt inclined to relay the

images of its overwhelming popular strength at a time when the

Iranian nationalist crusade against the British was at a fever pitch.

This paper uses the biased evidence of American observers in

Iran to present their perspective of the political alliance between

Dr. Mossadegh and Ayatullah Kashani. Other scholarly views are used

when the evidence parallels the American view or fills in historical

data. By using this methodology, the stages in the rise and fall of

Mossadegh's regime are quite discernible and directly contingent on

the viability of the Kashani-Mossadegh relationship.

The Americans were well aware of the connection between the

viability of the Kashani-Mossadegh relationship and the overall

strength of the regime. They recognized that Kashani's support of

Mossadegh was not deep-seated. Kashani supported only a

rarrowly-defined component of Mossadegh's mission, the expulsion of

foreign influence from Iran. Taking his cues from other opposition

circles, he was opposed largely to Mossadegh's methods almost from

the start. In the American view, Kashani always was trying to
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improve his position where he could impress his notions on Mossadegh

and guide the national movement. This political maneuvering often

disrupted Mossadegh's plans and policies. Yet the Prime Minister's

popularity, stemming from a persona that embodied most of the facets

of the struggle against imperialism, dominated the relationship and

thwarted Kashani's efforts to garner an opposing national sentiment.

Kashani did not succeed in his efforts to win a commanding popular

mandate to manage the struggle with different means. On the other

hand, Kashani could not be discarded easily. In short, the Americans

viewed the Kashani-Mossadegh relationship as inherently weak, based

only on an initial mutual interest. The alliance between the two

Iranian leaders was faced with the heavy task of steering nationalist

Iran through economic and political deterioration, but it collapsed

largely due to its own weakness.

Another interesting development of this period was the

reemergence of a popular religious nationalism. The Americans

recognized that when religious and secular nationalism were truly

combined, Mossadegh's movement was too powerful to challenge. Yet

when Kashani was sufficiently encouraged by others who were opposed

to Mossadegh, be broke from the Prime Minister and the buttressing

effect was lost. Mossadegh was then vulnerable to the opposition's

final assault which ended in the coup of 19 August 1953.
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Endnotes for the Introduction

1Vernon A. Walters, Silent Missions (Garden City, New York:
Doubleday and Company Inc, 1978), 255-256.

2William A. Dorman and Mansour Farhang, The U.S. Press and
Iran: Foreign Policy and the Journalism of Deference (Berkeley,
California: University of California Press, 1987), 31-62. This work
has representative selections from the press which show the press'
subjectivity and negative influence on American decision-makers
during the Mossadegh years. Another work that has good selections is
the essay by James A. Bill, "America, Iran, and the Politics of
Intervention, 1951-1953," Musaddiq, Iranian Nationalism, and Oil,
eds. James A. Bill and William Roger Louis (Austin, Texas: University
of Texas Press, 1988), 261-295. See also Henry C. Atyeo, "Political
Developments in Iran, 1951-1954," Middle Eastern Affairs 5 (Aug-Sep
1954): 249-259, and George Lenczowski, "Iran's Deepening Crisis,"
Current History 24 (April 1953): 230-236, for two contemporaneous
journal accounts which reveal the prevailing journalistic confusion
and complicity in the blurring of the distinction between Third World
nationalism and communism.

3Notes taken from a telephone conversation with Henry Brands,
author of Cold Warriors and upcoming study on Loy Henderson. See
also Bill, "America, Iran, and the Politics of Intervention,"
282-283.

4Bill, "America, Iran, and the Politics of Intervention,"
283, 268-269.



CHAPTER ONE

UNiT OF PURPOSE: AS OF 10 JUNE 1950

Barely three years before the coup, two powerful and popular

Iranian leaders began a united struggle against British imperialism.

On June 10, 1950, Ayatullah Kashani landed at Tehran-Mehrabad airport

after 15 months of exile in Leban( A huge, tumultuous crowd

greeted the religious leader. Prominent in the fore of the crowd

were two very important dignitaries, Dr. Mossadegh and Ayatullah

Muhammad Bihbahani, the latter representing the Shii establishment of

Iran. Everybody there seemed to sense the implicit formation of a

powerful alliance.

A frail, old man embodied the main political power of the

anticipated alliance. Dr. Mossadegh, First Deputy for Tehran to the

Majlis (136-member lower house of Iran's Parliament), was the popular

leader of a small, but vocal coalition of Majlis deputies from Tehran

known as the National Front, who represented a broad base of liberal,

leftist, bazaari, and religious nationalists. The basis of

Mossadegh's appeal was his lifetime pursuit of what also was the

National Front's main goals -- a properly observed Constitution and

real independence from foreign interference in Iranian affairs. His

great success came from this popular acclaim and from his recognition

of the power inherent in national and religious prejudices. Leading

the National Front, he removed Iranian politics from the closed arena

of corrupt, self-centered intrigue into a broad field in which it was

possible to exploit the passions and credulity of the Iranian masses.

10
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The American embassy had witnessed the National Front's

determination to use indigenous Iranian nationalism to win popular

power. It was not the first time this appeal had been used. Reza

Shah, after capturing the throne by force in 1925, called for mass

support of his nationalist program to give Iran a new position in the

modern world. His son, Muhammad Reza Shah, appealed to nationalism

in 1946 when Iran regained control of Soviet-dominated Azerbaijan.

Majlis deputies often appealed to national pride in their speeches.

But the National Front was the first Iranian political organization

which deliberately set out to capture popular support in order to

gain power. They sought, in nationalism, the force which was needed

to break the closed circle of entrenched governing politicians.

First among national aspirations was the Iranian hope to be a

sovereign nation. Viewing recent Indian, Pakistani, and Indonesian

independence, Iranians felt they were behind the times in Asia. They

resented recent centuries of Anglo-Russian rivalry in Persia, which

subjected their country to foreign domination. For the majority of

Iranians in 1950, the removal of the British was a necessary part of

winning Iran's independence.

Closely tied up with Iranian hopes for independence was their

anger at foreign exploitation of Irarian resources, especially at

AIOC's control of Iranian oil. Iranians naturally resented the

implication that they could riot handle their industries themselves,

and they hopefully expected greater income from their resources when

they would not have to share the profits with outsiders. In close
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support of these emotions stood the knowledge that a foreign

concessionaire would probably attempt to influence Iran's government.

Mossadegh was perfectly in tune with such Iranian emotions. He

specialized in economics at an early age and served as the Minister

of Finance in 1921, so his nationalist feelings were based on a solid

education in Iran's dependent political economy. He believed that

the British controlled Iran's political economy through the AIOC in

Khuzistan, abetted by the British embassy in Tehran and a network of

provincial consulates which had especially strong influence in Iran's

southern provinces. Mossadegh alarmed the British early with

anti-imperialist writings such as "Capitulations in Iran". His

anti-imperialist activity included such actions as taking bast (using

the refuge of a mosque to stage a protest) and radio transmissions

from outside Iran to protest the Anglo-Iranian Treaty of 1919.1 The

Iranian people recognized and greatly respected Mossadegh's lifelong

struggle against British domination.

Most Iranians believed that the "unseen hand" of foreigners,

especially the British, caused the social and economic gaps between

them and their rulers. The depressed people of Iran shared the

suffering and the slim margin of existence of other Asiatic masses.

Even the most casual observer was aware of the great, sordid contrast

between their misery and the luxury of their masters, the Shah and

entrenched, pro-British, landowniric politicians. Mossadegh once

described the situation to the U.S. Ambassador, Henry Grady:

There has been in Iran a gap between the government and the
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people...This gap, combined with miserable economic conditions,

has produced deep discontent.. .The greatest force in this

country is public opinion, and no government can stand which

does not close the gap between itself and popular opinion. 2

The embassy noted Mossadegh's assurances to his people that he

understood and would take care of their discontent, for with the

National Front, "the shadows which were covering our unhappy country

will soon give way to the sun of happiness." 3

Iran was ready for a social revolution to happen, and National

Front propaganda exploited this situation. The speeches of Mossadegh

and other National Front deputies always made some reference to

present misery and future blessings if Iranians would support the

National Front. Through hope of social change, Mossadegh gained a

following of liberal and middle-class Iranians who preferred the

National Front over communism. Emotional appeals and promises of

future prosperity won to Mossadegh great masses of discontented city

workers. His oratory of hope for social betterment even stirred

country-wide emotions among the many Iranian peasants, who were

traditionally suspicious of politicians likened to oppressive

tax-collectors and landowners. Mossadegh and his followers turned

social discontent to their advantage by focusing national irritations

and emotions upon the British, thus reinforcing their campaign.

Mossadegh charted a panacea course for Iran to alleviate social

discontent and avoid foreign interference. He would lead Iran in a

struggle to obtain control of its resources. Mossadegh's platform
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advocated the policy of 'negative equilibrium' -- neutralism and

non-alignment in foreign policy and the rescinding of concessions.4

The trick was to avoid the leverage of compounded concessions, since

Iran was subject to the competing designs of both Britain and the

Soviet Union. The policy stressed that Iran must avoid short-term

material benefits which cost the nation the wealth of its natural

resources. This was especially true concerning the nation's oil

resources. In accordance with stipulations of the 1933 Agreement,

which the National Front claimed was imposed on Iran by the British

through Reza Shah, AIOC had only given Iran one-half of what it gave

to the British government in taxes over the years. 5  The Russians

wanted a similar deal. Soviet pressure almost forced Iran to forfeit

some northern provinces in the tense atmosphere at the end of World

War II. Most Iranians welcomed a leader who advocated a policy that

was to prevent such humiliation and near-destruction caused by

Anglo-Russian divisions of Iran.

The Americans were well aware of Mossadegh's record of opposing

further concessions which undermined Iranian sovereignty. In

December 1944, he successfully sponsored a bill in the Majlis that

opposed any concessions while foreign forces occupied Iran. Later he

protested the oil concession policy of Prime Minister Ahmad Qavam's

government.6  Qavarn dropped his Soviet concession proposal and

suggested a renegotiation of the 1933 Agreement. The AIOC sensed the

new Iranian mood and compromised with the Iranian government in 1949,

as they proposed a supplemental oil agreement. The so-called
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Gass-Gulshaiyan Supplemental Agreement promised a fifty percent raise

in royalty payments to the Iranian government. This provision was

unfortunately far below the requested 50/50 profit sharing formula

which could have bolstered a stagnant Iranian economy and addressed

Iranian sensibilities.7  Mossadegh, as head of the Majlis Oil

Committee, opposed the political implications of the plan more than

the economic issue. What really excited the masses, which in 1950

seemed to grow in enthusiasm, was the National Front's immediate

opposition policy to the Gass-Gulshaiyan Supplemental Oil Agreement,

in particular, and British influence in Iran, in general. As badly

handled, badly publicized oil negotiations focused national attention

on the issue, Mossadegh sensed, like a weathervane, the direction in

which winds of national sentiment were blowing. He and his

colleagues expanded and exploited the emotions on this issue.

Mossadegh's opposition to a series of weak governments in the

late 1940s made him a people's champion. The people in Iran were

naturally suspicious of the traditional oppression and selfishness of

government authority. The National Front played on this emotion with

every speech and action. The technique was easy. Every time a

government proposal was discussed, the National Front tore it to

bits. They denounced one government for not decentralizing power,

then they attacked another for trying to decentralize authority. By

recognizing the popularity of plai, opposition, Mossadegh became a

"defender of the Constitution" and won this repute while crippling

any progress of the government in power.
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The Iranian people were drawn to Mossadegh's heretofore

unwavering commitment to these political principles, yet his powerful

charisma also attracted them. He was an aristocratic Muslim Iranian,

born to wealth, bound to tradition, steeped in classic Persian

culture. He was proud to be an Iranian and understood and loved his

people. The vices and virtues he demonstrated were not unusual

characteristics in Iran. He emphasized those which were most useful

to his politics, and their effect sometimes puzzled the Americans.

He was first and foremost a patriot. It is impossible for an

Iranian to forget that, in the past 3,000 years, Persia has often

been superior politically and culturally to the rest of the world. He

turns for comfort in modern times to past martial and intellectual

glories. With this introversion comes a national sensitivity to any

real or imagined slight of Iranian self-importance. Mossadegh shared

and took advantage of this national pride. He would remark, "We must

bring to the attention of the whole world the fact that the Iranian

nation, conscious of its glorious past history, cannot tolerate any

contempt or humiliation."8

In addition to Mossadegh's deep patriotism, the Iranians liked

his incorruptibility. Many Iranians consider that corruption is the

natural state of the human race. They could hardly believe that AIOC

could not buy Mossadegh or at least persuade him to modify his

political program to some long-term, devious British advantage. By

his refusal to be bought, Mossadegh broke the ancient pattern of

bribery which had moved previous politics in Iran. For this reason,
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he stood apart from the mass lump of venal politicians who plagued

the Iranian political scene.

The Americans were really impressed with Mossadegh's eloquent

speaking style, which met respcnsive chords in impassioned Iranian

crowds. 9  Punctuated by dramatic flair, sometimes amid tears and

fainting spells, his voice ranged from a slow reasonable tone to

shrill accusations in every speech. He mixed wit and poetry into

debates on most serious questions. He played for emotional reactions

from his audience rather than reasoned approval. In one response to

his opponents in the Majlis, he began with a gentle tone. He pointed

out that he, an old and honorable man, had listened with restraint to

everything his opponents had to say. This gave the impression that

it was not he but his critics who were irresponsible. He then wove

into the tapestry of his speech a thread of reason as though he were

a father explaining to a little boy the need to ficht for

independence in an evil world. Gradually, he brought the color of

anti-British feelings into the design, moving from reason to emotion

almost imperceptibly so that his listeners felt at the end that he

had won a victory over national enemies. He never really answered

any criticisms in this speech.10 Mossadegh's hypnotic oratory was

indpa' his best political tool.

Mossadegh's old age and obvious infirmities, which he sometimes

exacgerated for effect, ironically erhanced his messages. His

frailty served to emphasize to the public that he was carrying out

his duties despite great personal pain. This act encouraged, and to
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some extent symbolized to Iranian minds, national resistance to the

British. Mossadegh once commented on his burden of leadership, "I

never thought that my health would ever permit me to accept so

important a position, but the oil question obligates me to take up

this heavy burden." 11  From his bed in pajamas Mossadegh often

championed the people's rights, and depended on their sympathy and

trust as much as they depended on his leadership.

All in all, by 1950 Mossadegh's charisma and campaign for the

protection of constitutional rights, the realization of negative

equilibrium, and his brand of oil politics had captured the hearts of

many Iranians, who saw in Mossadegh "their own sense of personal and

national dignity."12  The embassy realized he was set up for a

moral ascendancy over any government that would continue to subjugate

Iranian rights to vested foreign interests.

Yet he needed one more vein in which to tap Iranian emotions.

His brand of nationalism was largely secular and lacked a prominent

religious advocate. Mossadegh and his partners pressured the

government to allow Ayatullah Kashani to return to Iran, as they

realized Kashani could be a valuable ally. 13  Kashani had influence

over many Tranians who Mossadegh could not reach. A shrewd Western

observer, Laurence Paul Elwell-Sutton, made this assessment on the

source of Kashani's influence:

Kashani is in the direct line of descent from the great mollas

of Persia -- Jamal ad-Din Afghani, whose follower assassinated

Naser ad-Din Shah, the ecclesiastical supporters of the
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Constitution in 1906, the mojtaheds who fought to the last

against the secularizing policy of Reza Shah. Men like him

fell foul, as did Kashani himself, of the British in Iraq...

Through him speaks the democracy of Islam, the elimination of

bars of class and colour, the fellowship with millions of other

Asians and Africans...Like others of his class, he is

completely fearless, completely unscrupulous.14

Kashani was mainly Mossadegh's tie to the powerful Shiite nationalist

tradition in Iran.

Iran's clerics and religious scholars, the ulara, had always

been a force to be reckoned with, not only because of their religious

authority derived from the doctrine of the Imamate, but also because

of their positions of authority in education, law, and the control of

awqaf (religious endowments). This gave them an independent power

base and set them up to be intermediaries between governments and the

people. If governments strayed too far from the Shariah (Islamic

precepts) or became very tyrannical, tle ulama could protest from the

sanctuary of Shiite learning centers in Iraq (Kazemain, Karballa,

Najaf and Samarra), or issue takfir (charge a secular politician with

heresy if he challenged ulama authority). 15  The ulaira were very

influential in the 1891-92 Tobacco Movement, which protested foreign

concessions, and in the movement for a Constitution in 1906, which

aimed at curbing monarchical tyranny in the defense of Islam and the

nation. 16  The ularra also pressured Reza Shah into forecoinc

republicanism and a military conscription of ularra trainees.1 7 In
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all these events, the ulama had shown a propensity to coordinate with

bazaaris (petite bourgeoisie and shopkeepers in urban iarket areas)

and trade merchants, organize mass demonstrations, and appeal to the

national-religious sensitivities of many Iranians. This kind of

opposing activism and mobilization is what Mossadegh sought from

Kashani, but it should be a controlled activism that left most

political activity to enlightened secularists.

Kashani's view of activism differed from Mossadegh's view of

the ulama's role and from the views of many of the ulama hierarchy

who were strict interpreters of the doctrine of the Imamate. For

Kashani, religion and politics could not be separated. His education

provided the basis for this belief. we had studied under the

constitutionalist ulama in N:!, in the early 1900s and "saw his role

as guardian of national and Shii interests against British

imperialism."'18  Works by Afgdidni, Abduh (the compatibility of

Islam and certain principles of modern government; activism,

especially against imperialism), Naiini (constitutionalism prevents

tyranny and protects Islam and thE ulama) and Tahtawi (the

compatibility of Islam and nationalism; legislation is good if it

conforms to the Shariah) influenced the Ayatullah to activate and

politicize against tyranny, whatever its form.19  Totally anathema

in Kashani's thinkingj was Reza Shah's oppression and defamation of

the ulama, as well as his secularization policies which severely

curtailed ulama authority in their traditio,. l spheres of influence.

After the fall of Reza Shah in 1941, the Ayatullah chose to
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reinvigorate religious-political activism with his populist style.

Tumults frequently broke out when he passed through Iranian cities.

He was vocal about the sins of oppressive and treacherous Iranian

leaders. He was arrested when he protested Prime Minister Qavam's

press censorship in 1946. After he was freed, he established close

links with the Mujahidin-i-Islam (Warriors of Islam), a small group

of Majlis deputies under the nominal leadership of Shams Ud-Din

Qanatabadi, Kashani's son-in-law. Another group, the extreme

fundamentalist Fidaiyan-l-Islam (Crusaders of Islam), began to

support the Ayatullah, especially after he issued a call for

volunteers to fight Zionism in Palestine in 1948.20

Other ulama, especially the Qom clerics led by Ayatullah Husain

Burujirdi, the marja-i-taqlid (considered the most-illumined and

highest ranking Shii cleric by ulama consensus) avoided the growing

trend of Shii political activism. They were more concerned with the

financial solvency of their madrasahs (religious schools). 21  The

new monarch, Muhammad Reza Shah, allowed his father's anti-religious

atmosphere to evaporate. The young Shah was still vying for

legitimacy, ane the Qom clerics were eager to allow him to appease

their sentiments and accept them as a bulwark against communism. As

a result, the ulama regained control of the awqaf which Reza Shah had

sequestered, and they tried to put their financial house in order.

The veil was reintroduced to the streets. 22  A passive Shah and

passive governments did not obstruct their fatwas (religious edicts)

which dealt primarily with religious matters. In early 1948, fifteen
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muitahids (ularna with authority to interpret) issued fatwas which

forbade women to enter the bazaars without veils. The weak response

of the government was a request from Prime Minister Hakimi to

Ayatullah Bihbahani, the leading muitahid of Tehran, to refrain from

illegal demonstration and prevent attacks by zealots. 23

The 'ruietest' ulama did not want this advantageous atmoshere

ruined by Kashani, who had a lack of strong kin relations with the

senior ulama anyway, and activist groups like the Fidaiyan, who

attacked the senior ulama's stewardship of religious affairs. The

ulama considered them undisciplined agitators. 24  The boat was

rocked in February 1949, after the government claimed that Ayatullah

Kashani and the Fidaiyan had a hand in an attempted assassination of

the Shah. The government then exiled Kashani to Lebanon to rid the

political scene of the unruly, vociferous mullah. Two weeks later,

Ayatullah Burujirdi called a 2,000 man conference of ulama in Qom to

threaten a Shii form of excommunication to any ulama who dabbled in

politics. 25 But Kashani was not the type to avoid politics.

Ayatullah Kashani's major struggle, and what Mossadegh counted

on, was his fight against British imperialism. The general nature of

Iranian religious fanaticism, which gives a bitter flavor to natioral

xenophobia, partially explains Kashani's prec'ilecticn. The Shii

mullahs foster this emotion out of their ignorance and out of fear

that contact with the modern worl and outsiders will destroy their

power in Iran. This attitude was originally engendered in the years

of Safavid rule, when they built a Shii state to stand against
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powerful Sunni neighbors. The Persians were politically endangered,

so they coupled religious antipathies to their temporal fears. The

position of the mullahs as defenders of the nation became ingrained,

exalted, and the object of their own first line of defense.

Kashani's own experience with the British, however, was his

primary motivation for resisting their influence in Iran. The

Ayatullah fought against British forces in Iraq in World War One. He

experienced first hand their subjugation of the Shii centers in Iraq,

and learned of their cruel treatment of Muslim POWs. The British

also killed his father. Kashani was a major activist against the

Balfour Declaration (Britain's formal declaration of their support

for the establishment of a Zionist home on Muslim soil) and the

Anglo-Iranian Treaty of 1919. He led Shii tribes in revolt, and the

British finally sentenced him to death in absentia. 26  In World War

Two, Kashani worked covertly against the British occupation forces in

Iran in a German-assisted network known as the Iranian Nationalist

Movement. The British captured and imprisoned Kashani in 1943.27

The Iranian public certainly knew about and were inspired by his

opposition to the British and imperialism.

Kashani explained his reasons for fighting imperialism and

tyranny as follows:

Islam is based on unity of all Muslims. The imperialist powers

have fostered religious differences to divide the Muslims into

competing factions. They have tried to alienate the ulama from

the people, have imposed their culture upon the Muslims and by


